Background. Recent studies have indicated stabilization in the incidence rates of renal replacement therapy (RRT) for end-stage renal disease (ESRD) in a number of European countries, the USA, and Japan. The aim of this study was to provide an update on the incidence and prevalence trends of RRT in Croatia over the past decade. Conclusions. After a rapid increase in the incidence of RRT in Croatia from 2000 to 2004, the incidence rate has stabilized during the 2004-09 period. The stabilization of incidence is followed by a reduction in the growth in prevalence rate. The stabilization of RRT incidence could be attributed to the successful prevention and treatment of cardiovascular diseases that simultaneously improved renal survival.
Introduction
A continuous rise in renal replacement therapy (RRT) incidence of 5-8% per year has been predicted for developed countries, and an even higher increase has been expected in less developed parts of the world [1, 2] . The first sign of a more favourable scenario came from the USA after years of considerable growth, where the rate of new patients taken into RRT began to decrease between 2002 and 2004. The overall incidence rate adjusted for age and sex declined by 1.1% and reached 339 per million population ( pmp) [3] . This incidence stabilization trend in the USA attracted much attention, as epidemiological occurrences in the USA have been shown to precede and predict future trends in other parts of the world with developed RRT.
Trends of stabilization of RRT incidence rates in some European countries were reported for the first time in 2004 [4] and confirmed in publications in the following years [5, 6] . The incidence rates in European countries are stabilizing at ∼125 pmp, less than half of that observed in the USA at the time of the halting incidence growth.
Australia has experienced a 2.1% reduction at an incidence rate of 95 pmp, and New Zealand had a 7.6% reduction at an incidence rate of 110 pmp in 2004 [7] . In Canada, a slowing rise in incidence was observed in 2004. A maximal incidence rate of 168 pmp was attained in 2007, followed by a decrease thereafter, as reported by the Canadian Organ Replacement Register [8] .
A stabilization and drop in the incidence of RRT has been observed recently even in the countries with the highest incidence rates [9, 10] . The incidence rate in Taiwan in 2009 (347 pmp) was the lowest observed from 2001 [10] . In Japan in 2009, the incidence rate was 287 pmp, for the first time it was lower than the preceding year [10] .
Interestingly, stabilizations in incidence occurred in a relatively short time frame in various countries, but at very different incidence rates, from less than 100 pmp to over 370 pmp.
Our study examines the incidence and prevalence of RRT in Croatia during the 2000-09 period, looking for changes in trends that might predict a decrease in burden of RRT.
Materials and methods
The National Health System covers the costs of dialysis and transplantation for all citizens of Croatia. All patients on RRT for end-stage renal disease (ESRD), children and adults included, have been registered with the Croatian Registry of Renal Replacement Therapy (CRRRT) since 2000 [11] . Dialysis and transplant centres participate voluntarily, with complete coverage of all patients treated by haemodialysis, peritoneal dialysis and transplantation.
The data collected include the identification parameter, gender, date of birth, date of start of RRT, primary renal disease according to the ERA-EDTA coding system, type of treatment, date of change of treatment, and date and cause of death. The incidence of RRT was defined as the number of patients starting treatment during a year and alive on RRT at Day 91, and the prevalence was defined as the number of patients receiving RRT on 31 December. The incidence rate and the prevalence rate were calculated by dividing the incident and prevalent number with the mid-year population of Croatia in millions ( pmp) or per million age related population ( pmarp). Age-and gender-adjusted incidence and prevalence rates were calculated using the age and gender distribution of the mid-year population of Croatia. To correct for errors of late reporting, data were updated using the 2010 CRRT database. Statistical analysis was performed by SPSS version 10.0 (SPSS Inc., Chicago, IL) for Windows operating systems (Microsoft, Redmond, Washington, DC). Time trends were analysed with the Poisson regression and joinpoint regression methods [12] . An observation period of 10 years was tested for a maximum of two joinpoints.
Results
The population treated by RRT for ESRD in Croatia in the period 2000-09 is presented in Table 1 .
Trends in the incidence of RRT in Croatia, 2000-09
The incidence of RRT at Day 91, the incidence rate and incidence rate adjusted for age and gender distribution are presented in Table 2 Gender and incidence trends. In males, a constant growth in incidence was present throughout the decade. The average annual growth of male incidence was 3.8% (95% CI 2.0, 5.6), and for age-adjusted male incidence, it was 2.6% (95% CI 0.9, 4.4).
In females, the incidence of RRT did not change during the 2000-09 decade. The trend was not different from zero in female unadjusted incidence [APC 2.0 (95% CI −0.0, 4.1)] and in female age-adjusted incidence [APC 1.6 (95% CI −0.5, 3.7)].
The age-adjusted incidence rate in males was constantly higher than in females, by a factor of 1.4-1.8.
Age and incidence trends. The incidence trends according to age are presented in Table 3 . In patients under 65 years of age, the incidence [APC 0.8 (95% CI −1.9, 3.6)] and adjusted incidence [APC 0.2 (95% CI −1.1, 1.5)] were stable during the observed period. No change in incidence was found in the age groups 0-19, 20-44 and 45-64 when analysed separately.
In all patients aged 65 and over taken together, there was a constant increase in incidence during the 10-year follow-up. The adjusted incidence rate in 65+ grew constantly with an APC of 5. Primary renal disease and incidence trends. The trends in incidence and incidence rate at Day 91 according to primary renal disease are depicted in Table 4 . Incidence, incidence rates and adjusted incident rates of RRT for renal failure caused by glomerulonephritis, pyelonephritis and polycystic kidney disease did not increase throughout the observed period. A constant increase in incidence and incidence rate was evident for patients with diabetes (adjusted incidence rate APC 2.4; 95% CI 0.5, 4.4) and hypertension/renovascular disease (adjusted incidence rate APC 6.1; 95% CI 1.6, 10.8) and for the group with unknown/missing diagnosis of primary renal disease (adjusted incidence rate APC 13.8; 95% CI 9.0, 18.8).
Trends in the prevalence of RRT in Croatia, 2000-09
The prevalence, prevalence rate and prevalence rate adjusted for age and gender distribution are presented in Table 5 . In males, the age-adjusted prevalence in the 2000-04 period increased with APC 7.7 (95% CI 5.7, 9.8), and growth slowed in the second 5-year period to APC 2.2 (95% CI 0.9, 3.6).
In females, the age-adjusted prevalence in the 2000-04 period had APC 7.2 (95% CI 5.1, 9.4) and in the 2004-09 period APC was 2.5 (95% CI 1.0, 3.9).
The age-adjusted prevalence in males was constantly higher than that of females by a factor of 1.4-1.5.
Discussion
From the year 2000, a registry of RRT with a complete coverage of the general population was recorded in Croatia. Data collected during the first decade, from 2000 to 2009, are the subject of this study with the aim to recognize the trends in incidence and prevalence of RRT in Croatia.
The incidence at Day 91 was chosen for presentation, as it has a stronger effect on the prevalence and on the burden of RRT for society.
The 2000-09 decade of RRT in Croatia was characterized by changes in the trends of incidence and prevalence that occurred in the middle of the observation period. During the first 5 years, the incidence (Day 91, age and gender adjusted) was increasing at a rate of 7.0% annually, and adjusted prevalence growth was 7.5%. In the following 5 years, the growth in incidence ceased, and the increase in prevalence reduced to 2.4%, Table 2 . less than one-third of the previous growth rate (Tables 2  and 5 ) The incidence of RRT in patients under 65 was stable during the whole 2000-09 period. The incidence of RRT increased only for patients of 65 years and older. The largest constant gain in absolute numbers comes from the 65-75 age group. Somewhat unexpectedly, the incidence of RRT in the age group 75 and older stabilized in the 2003-09 period, after the highest growth of all age categories in the 2000-03 year period.
The incidence of renal failure treated by RRT caused by glomerulonephritis, pyelonephritis and polycystic kidney disease was stable throughout the study. The highest average annual increase in RRT was in the group with unknown/missing diagnosis of primary renal disease (13.9%), and the second in speed of growth was the group with hypertension/renovascular disease, with a linear trend of 6.1% annual increase. The incidence of RRT for diabetes induced renal failure increased by 2.5% annually; however, in absolute numbers, diabetes was the leading cause of demand for RRT.
The male gender is overrepresented on RRT. Males outnumber females in incidence numbers, and even more in age-adjusted incidence rates. The ratio of male-tofemale-adjusted incidence is 1.4-1.8. Males and females differ not only in incidence numbers and incidence rates, but also in trends. Age-adjusted incidence in males linearly increased by 2.6% annually, whereas in females, the incidence was constant. In prevalence, the patient ratio of male-to-female-adjusted prevalence was 1.4-1.5.
Although prevalence in males was constantly higher throughout the decade, the prevalence trends in males and females were similar to the overall RRT prevalence according to the speed of increase and the moment of slope change. In both genders, there was a parallel trend of increased growth from 2000 to 2004, and growth retardation in the 2004-09 period to one-third of the previous rate, comparable to overall trends (Table 2 ).
Regional differences in the incidence of RRT attract much attention. In a recently published study, analysing factors connected with the incidence of RRT, it was shown that RRT incident rates are more affected by macroeconomic and renal service factors and less by general population health status and demographic characteristics [9] .
The trends of slowing incidence and prevalence of RRT are global and seem to be unrelated to the level of incidence and prevalence of RRT [9, 10] . In the early years of the twenty-first century, a retardation in the growth of RRT occurred in spite of the dominant belief in the benefit of early dialysis, and the extended practice of early dialysis start [13] . The recent evidence contraindicating the early start of dialysis [14] will change the practice from the early start to postponed dialysis. This could sustain the decreasing trends in incidence of RRT additionally in the future.
Registry data identify epidemiological trends, but are not explanatory for the reasons behind the decreasing incidence of RRT for ESRD. The causes of concurrent changes in incidence in different areas can only be hypothesized. The prerequisites for recognizing trends are comprehensive and long-lasting registries of RRT. The incidence trends of RRT are a balance between the prevalence and the progression of chronic kidney disease in a population, and a policy of acceptance on RRT. If the access to RRT does not change, decreasing trends in RRT Table 3 . incidence might only be the result of the reduced incidence of end-stage renal failure. The risks for the development and progression of chronic kidney disease are the same as for cardiovascular morbidity and mortality. Kidney failure and cardiovascular diseases are closely related and interconnected. Mortality from cardiovascular diseases continues to decline in most countries of Europe, America and Australia [15, 16] . The improved treatments of hypertension, along with the control of other risk factors, are probably major factors responsible for the reduction in overall cardiovascular mortality. Numerous clinical studies have proven that tight blood pressure control and drugs that moderate the reninangiotensin system slow the progression of renal failure. The decrease in the growth in incidence of RRT was shown in regions with trends of reducing cardiovascular mortality. The likely explanation for the evidence of stabilization in the incidence of RRT in Croatia is a combination of 10 years comprehensive RRT registry, unrestricted (unchanged) access to the RRT, and the decreasing trend in cardiovascular mortality (by 27.5%) during the same decade [17] .
Conclusions
Croatia has attained the trend of stabilizing incidence of RRT for ESRD. The overall incidence of RRT did not increase from 2004 onwards. The incidence of RRT was stable over the 10-year period in females, aged under 65, for renal failure caused by glomerulonephritis and for pyelonephritis and polycystic kidney disease. An increase in incidence was constant in males, 65-74 age group, in ESRD caused by diabetes, hypertension/renovascular disease and in patients with unknown/missing diagnosis of kidney failure. As a consequence of the stabilizing overall incidence, the rise in prevalence decreased in 2004 to one-third of the growth present in the previous 5 years. Stabilization of the incidence of RRT in Croatia, as well as in other regions where it has been observed, might be the collateral effect of better prevention and treatment for cardiovascular diseases evidenced by a continuously declining cardiovascular mortality. 
